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Abstract 
The article highlights how recent discussions on the need for a new measurement of well-being and social 
progress and therefore for an extension of national accounts with supplementary measures have placed the 
measurement of unaccounted economic activities of and within households and thus of social capital on the 
agenda. It is in this sense that social capital will be understood in this paper: as the human activities that take 
place outside of monetized markets, but within households or in interaction with individuals living in other 
households, and which may provide the basis for the formation of trust in society. This paper argues that time use 
surveys can provide relevant and currently missing data on social capital.  
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1. Introduction 
ESA 95, the current European system of accounts, is closely based on the United Nations’ System of National 
Accounts (SNA), a scheme developed for international use. The SNA constitutes one way of representing the 
many and varied economic relations arising in a society, and aims to be both quantitative and comprehensive. 
Both systems of national accounts were historically intended to observe the structure and development of a 
society’s various industrial and productive sectors. The system’s headline figures place the focus on the 
production process, basically the production of goods: e.g., gross domestic product, labour productivity, etc.  
 
However, this approach makes it difficult to represent and measure activities in the service sector, and still 
more so when the object of study is human activity taking place within households and mostly not marketable. 
The sort of human activity that the system of accounts recognizes is simply an activity, for which someone has 
paid a price in the market, and it is measured exclusively in terms of hours of work, and even this is uncertain if 
the transfer is made informally. Estimating such transactions is no easy proposition.  
 
Households in the system of accounts are typically regarded as an essential and significant component (the 
smallest agent/unit), but only in their role as consumers of goods and services produced by other institutions, 
mainly enterprises, non-profit organizations, and government and eventually also as consumers of their own 
production (i.e. agriculture).  
 
However, a significant portion of human activity, though capable of being characterized as economic or 
productive or contributing to the common good – which is my broad definition of social capital – takes place 
within households or in interaction with other individuals/households, e.g. taking care of your elderly mother, 
helping the neighbours to move in the new flat, organising some activities for the church, picking up your own 
children at school and those of your sick friend and taking care of them, etc. and so remains invisible to the SNA. 
In their role as producers of goods and services for society, households and individuals are not adequately 
reflected by the system. A more extended discussion of this issue exemplified taking the activity of childcare can 
be found in (Garcia Diez, 2012). 
 
Though intended to represent all of a society’s productive activities, in reality the system of national accounts 
represents only those productive activities which have been commercialized or rendered capable of being bought 
and sold. Moreover, the adjective “productive” should not to be used here in support of value judgments on the 
efficiency, let alone the quality, of the thing produced, and still less so if the subject matter at issue is the outcome 
of a service, or human development and welfare, this being the case with education, care and health as well as 
cooperation, collective action, civil society and other issues directly related to the formation of social capital.  
 
It is indeed not easy to operationalize and measure the concept of social capital, especially due to its 
multidimensionality. What could be considered as “capital” or as a “good” for our society?, what contributes to 
generating trust and ease in our day to day relations?, what makes people more prone to engage and participate in 
social and political life?, why do we volunteer and share our time generously helping other people? One line of 
research has sought to make up for this shortcoming by producing data on and making analyses of individual and 
household time use and production, and by creating “household satellite accounts”. Household satellite accounts 
are an attempt to quantify individuals’ and households’ output which is invisible for the system of national 
accounts by using time-based measurement methods and linking the results once converted into monetary 
aggregates to existing data on official economic output (Casero and Angulo, 2008; Durán, 2000; García Díez, 
2003; Landefeldt, Fraumeni and Vojtech, 2009; Schäffer, 2004; Schäffer and Schwarz, 1996; Varjonen and Aalto, 
2006).  
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It is in this sense that social capital will be understood in this paper: as the human activities that take place 
outside of monetized markets, but within households or in interaction with individuals living in other households, 
and which may provide the basis for the formation of trust in society. Time freely spent with others or for others 
is understood to strengthen family ties and reinforce bonds within the community. This notion of social capital 
differs slightly from Robert Putnam’s seminal definition of social capital as being “features of social organization 
such as trust, norms and networks that can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions” 
(Putnam 1993, 167) of from Fukuyama’s simplified idea of social capital being a synonym for trust (1995). One 
of the arguments in favour of studying the time dedicated to others or spent by individuals and households on 
providing goods and services outside the market is simply that this concept is easier to operationalize than the 
more abstract concepts offered by Putnam and Fukuyama. It must be understood, though, that there is a direct 
relation between the provision of time among individuals and households and the general conditions of trust.  
 
Yet, I argue that the term “social capital” aptly describes these specific activities, as it constitutes a 
considerable  part  of  what  people  do  –  and  what  they  mostly  do  socially  i.e.  in  interaction  with  others  or  
activities/efforts for the society or community, (take for instance the issue of care or housekeeping, or the time 
spent in some kind of volunteering activity). Another argument for calling these activities social capital is that 
societal cohesion and well-being depend in large measure on many of them, i.e. listening and playing with 
children, organising a benefit flea-market at school, reading and talking to elderly people at hospital. As national 
accounts focus solely on monetized and marketable activities that could be defined as economic, or market 
capital, any activity outside this category would then be interpreted as being part of social capital. When it comes 
to operationalizing and measuring social capital, Time Use Surveys and household satellite accounts are both one 
possible and adequate method. Using time (information extracted from a diary in which hours and minutes spent 
in different activities were noted) as the main unit of measurement has the advantage that it can more easily be 
compared over time and across countries, and with some technical adjustments – especially the monetary 
valuation of time as an economic resource – a direct link can be created to the actual system of national accounts. 
Otherwise, such an attempt heavily relies on the concept of time linearity, i.e. time which can be measured with 
the help of watches. It is also true that many activities may be realized simultaneously, so that if we count them 
separately we get more than 24 hours a day, or even that time is perceived differently by different persons, not 
only regarding its length but also its quality and has therefore an important subjective and social component. We 
are speaking of normative considerations here, i.e. whether this time is devoted freely or if there are any kind of 
coercion/obligation components. These aspects, though very relevant, have not been taken into account in the 
concept of Time Use Surveys and surely are an issue that has to be further developed.  
2. Current developments within the system of official statistics in the field of measuring social progress.  
The present situation of global economic crisis, which arose first in the banking and finance system and then 
spread to sovereign states, lays bare the limitations of the prevailing money-based economic approach. The 
downturn  is  blamed  on  a  misreading  of  the  signals  sent  out  by  the  current  system  of  economic  analysis  and  
control, but the truth may be that this system of information does not fully or adequately reflect the broad-ranging 
network of economic relations that are genuinely relevant to society.  
 
Numerous initiatives have emerged in the search for alternative ways of understanding development, growth 
and social progress. These alternative perspectives identify and highlight concepts such as sustainability, human 
and social welfare, fairness, prosperity and so forth. The alternative approach plainly calls for alternative 
instruments of observation and analysis to guide the policymaking process. 
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In the following, I will concentrate on the alternatives that emerged as a consequence of the well-known 
Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Report, which was launched by the former President of the French Republic, Nicolas 
Sarkozy.  I will also summarize the activities carried out within the European Statistical System (ESS) in order to 
promote and develop the measurement and dissemination of statistics regarding the new demands on social 
progress.  
 
The “Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress” 
(Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Report, 2009) was primarily directed at political leaders with the objective to create new 
political narratives that would be broader than just economic growth, through including new and alternative 
indicators to better convey the state of true societal progress. One of the most important topics of the report was 
to change the focus of attention from the analysis of production (mainly material production of marketable goods) 
to issues more related with individual well-being and social progress and in doing so, giving rise to new fields of 
knowledge. GDP, the traditional measure of economic growth, was criticised is this context not for being 
erroneous in itself but for being taken as a proxy of social progress – with some inherent positive and qualitative 
characteristics – and therefore as the dominant indicator capable to justify political action.  
 
This criticism is of course not new. As early as in the 1960’s there were relevant academic discussions on this 
subject and even serious conceptual initiatives trying to correct the misleading proposition that GDP equals social 
progress. One of the most important contributions came from James Tobin and William Nordhaus in their path-
breaking article “Is growth obsolete?” published in 1972. In this article they developed the so-called Measure of 
Economic Wealth (MEW), which included material economic growth but with corrections made to include 
household production, parenting, higher education and leisure (positive valuation) as well as to exclude 
contributions representing the cost of crime, air and water pollution and/or carbon emissions damage.  
 
“A long decade ago (this) was the reigning fashion of political economy. It was simultaneously the hottest 
subject of economic theory and research, a slogan eagerly claimed by politicians of all stripes and a serious 
objective of the policies of governments. The climate of opinion has changed dramatically. Disillusioned critics 
indict both economic science and economic policy for blind obeisance to aggregate material “progress” and for 
neglect of its costly side effects. Growth, it is charged, distorts national priorities, worsens the distribution of 
income and irreparably damages the environment” (Nordhaus and Tobin,  1972, p.1) 
 
The novelty of the current  discussion is that it is taking place more on the political than on the academic level 
and that it has been taken very seriously at the institutional level, for example by statistical offices all around 
Europe. Particularly, some of the recommendations proposed in the report suggest that economic analyses should 
better focus on the categories of income, wealth and consumption rather than on production. Moreover, the 
subject of economic analysis should be dealt with at the individual or household level, macroeconomic analysis or 
national aggregates alone are not sufficient to deepen into the specific features of social progress. And last but not 
least, more emphasis has to be put on distribution analysis of disposable resources (in this case, resources has a 
broader meaning than just market resources, financial resources are included as well as time dedicated to leisure 
and/or to others).  
 
In this context one important recommendation of the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Report (recommendation No. 5) 
explicitly urges for the inclusion of non-market activities and other resources relevant for both economic and 
social development, for instance household production, social contacts and social integration. One of the best 
developed instruments for obtaining data related to the non-market sphere of economic and social activity are the 
Time Use Surveys (TUS). These surveys have been conducted all over Europe and in some countries even on a 
regular basis. A great effort has been made to develop a harmonised methodology so that at this stage quoting the 
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OECD “meaningful volume comparisons across countries can be obtained”. The temporal perspective does not 
differentiate between market and non-market activities and therefore recognises all kinds of human activities 
which might contribute to economic and social progress. Moreover it is recommended by the report to develop a 
regular and systematic system of satellite accounts in addition to traditional national accounts which complements 
the picture of economic growth. 
 
Apart from these specific recommendations, users as well as producers of data are urged to better 
communicate with each other and to make an effort to interpret statistical information properly, taking into 
account all the difficulties that arise within the process of measurement of any social issue.  
 
In the field of statistics, the European Statistical System (ESS) has been working permanently and very 
actively on this topic. One of the most relevant milestones was the publication of the Communication “GDP and 
beyond” of the European Commission to the Council and Parliament (European Commission, 2009), even before 
the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Report was published.  Therein, the commission proposes to implement the following 
five actions at short and medium term to complement economic information gained by national accounts, 
particularly in the fields of environment and social inclusion: 
 
1. Complementing GDP with environmental and social indicators, i.e. development of a comprehensive 
environmental index as well as a set of indicators for well-being. 
2. Near-time information for decision making 
3. More accurate reporting on distributions and inequalities 
4. Developing a European Sustainable Development Scoreboard  
5. Extending National Accounts to environmental and social issues and therefore systematically complement 
traditional economic information with fully consistent data on social an environmental aspects. 
 
A thorough reading of the EU Communication “GDP and beyond” reveals that most of the proposed actions go 
into the same direction as the recommendations made in the context of the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Report. 
Especially regarding production and the use of Time Use Surveys, new fields of research and development 
emerge for the scientific community and for official statistics. Relevant issues presently are, for instance, the 
integration of multiple data sources including economic, social and environmental aspects as well as the 
development of the traditional national accounts to provide more information at the household level consistent 
with other social statistics. An important field of emerging possibilities is the creation of new and alternative 
indicators that are for example related to issues of distribution to support policy analysis and to match social 
demands.  
 
Since the publication of the Communication “GDP and beyond”, the ESS has been working on the definition 
and coordination of practical actions aimed at operationalizing the recommendations made i.e. in the Stiglitz-Sen-
Fitoussi Report in order to progress with the statistical programme. This process of meeting new demands by the 
creation of alternative statistical information involves two milestones that we would like to focus on.  
 
First of all, within the ESS a relevant memorandum, the “Sofia Memorandum”a, was ratified by the directors 
general of the European statistical offices in October 2010. In this document the ESS explicitly recognised the 
necessity to integrate national accounts aggregates with other information coming from household surveys and to 
better capture distributive aspects and issues of inequality within our societies. With this aim the memorandum 
 
a Retrieved from http://www.dgins-sofia2010.eu/pdocs/Sofia_memorandum_Final.pdf 
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called for developments in the field of Household Budget Surveys and Time Use Surveys. Moreover, an 
international expert group of high institutional rank (Sponsorship Group) was created in order to support the 
development of alternative measures for social progress. This Sponsorship Group on “Measuring progress, well-
being and sustainable development” has presented a very ambitious and comprehensive action plan to translate 
the existing recommendations into statistical practice and to respond to the statistical gaps (European Statistical 
System, 2011). This report offers concrete actions on a short, medium and long term basis with the aim to finally 
modify the statistical programme. The report was adopted in November 2011 by the European Statistical System 
Commission (ESSC).  
 
Second, we would like to underline the conclusions of the “Wiesbaden Memorandum” adopted by the ESS 
directors general in September 2011, in which it was agreed to make a joint effort in the common construction 
and modernisation of the system of social statistics. The objective is to better capture and disseminate the 
perspective of households.  
 
At institutional level, there are many others initiatives which focus on the development of official statistics 
regarding the measurement of social progress. In this context we would like to emphasise the work of the OECD, 
especially  the  OECD World Forum “Statistics, Knowledge and Policy” in Istanbul 2007, where an important 
declaration  was  signed  by  the  OECD,  European  Commission,  UN,  World  Bank,  Islamic  Conference  .  The  
declaration points out: 
 
“We affirm our commitment to measuring and fostering the progress of societies in all their dimensions and to 
supporting initiatives at the country level. We urge statistical offices, public and private organisations and 
academic experts to work alongside representatives of their communities to produce high-quality, fact-based 
information that can be used by all of society to form a shared view of societal well-being and its evolution over 
time” (OECD, 2007).  
 
In the year 2011, the OECD presented a comprehensive report with a proposition for a set of well-being 
indicators, the “Better Life Compendium Initiative”, as well as a tool for calculating an individual index of 
personal well-being which is publicly accessible on the web (“Create your better life index”). 
 
In this context of changed political orientation regarding the search for new decision-taking instruments that 
are more related to the well-being of individuals and the progress of societies, and taking into account the work in 
progress in official statistics, it makes sense to analyse how Time Use Surveys can possibly enlarge our 
knowledge of non-market activities i.e. those productive in a broader sense, for example as generative of social 
capital. 
3. Future improvements in statistics based on Time Use Surveys and Satellite Accounts.  
The economic situation of households and what individuals think their position is on the social ladder has 
gained importance in political debate nowadays. Moreover, economic growth is no more an economic target by 
itself but desirable only as long as it can also deliver individual well-being and social progress. Focusing “anew” 
on households (Oikos is the ancient Greek equivalent of a household and family and was the basic unit for 
society in most Greek city-states; the “Economy” etymologically derived from Oikos was once the correct 
management of households) and thus covering social capital requires nevertheless a new concept and the 
improvement of existing statistics, particularly of those used to study the economy and based on the system of 
national accounts. In general, gaps have been identified which concern productive non-market activities and other 
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social interaction that might be beneficial to the progress of societies as well as environmental issues. Some of 
the activities that may help to improve this situation are listed below: 
 
 Conceptual work towards establishing further consensus on the measurement methodologies is necessary to 
develop and extend the integrated system of satellite accounts that complements traditional national accounts. 
Work on satellite accounts such as: non-market household production and housing services, health, education, 
research and development, leisure, volunteer work, tourism, etc. has to be further developed. Especially, more 
effort is necessary to harmonize the classifications of the different activities offered by Time Use Surveys, i.e. 
whether they are regarded as social capital (i.e. voluntary activities, social contacts) or human capital (i.e. time 
dedicated to education and personal qualification). 
 
 In order to include aspects of social capital it  will  be necessary to look for information in statistics based on 
Time Use Surveys (analysis of the demand for and use of time i.e. volunteer and community work, time for 
social activities, etc.) as well as in statistics of household budgets (household disposable income, and actual 
transfers and consumption in order to better understand household spending and demand which has not been 
met). At the same time, statistics of living conditions could deliver important information on issues such as 
deprivation, distribution of poverty and social cohesion that could be also related to economic growth, output 
and productivity. To link all this information at the household level within a coherent system is one of the 
biggest challenges facing official statistics and academic experts.  
 
 Time Use Surveys should be conducted on a regular basis and be part of the official statistical program. In the 
United States, a National Research Council panel study entitled “Beyond the market: Designing Nonmarket 
Accounts for the United States” (Abraham and Mackie, 2005) argued as follows: given the developments in 
national accounting, detailed data on wages, data on non-market activities such as housing services, and the 
advent  of  the  Time  Use  Survey,  which  in  the  USA  is  taken  on  a  yearly  basis,  non-market  household  
production could be measured indirectly “with mild straining” using money as a measuring rod. Time Use 
Surveys and Satellite Systems of Household Production have a long tradition of research. They have been 
introduced at some point and surveys are conducted regularly in many countries worldwide. Manuals have 
been written and great efforts have been made to achieve international harmonisation.  
 
 What is required is a systematic development of new questionnaires and statistics including aspects of 
subjective well-being that might be related to information on disposable incomes as well as the use of other 
resources such as time and/or even operational concepts like social capital.  
 
 It is in fact an important undertaking to break down information to the household level. Moreover, there is a 
great demand now for the analysis of distributive aspects and issues related to inequality between different 
social groups.  One of the reasons is its complete absence from the national accounts framework and from 
economic aggregates; another one is the belief that high income inequality within societies might correlate 
negatively with social progress and individual well-being (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010). Linking social 
statistics with national accounts could shed some light on this subject. This exercise definitely requires 
important conceptual as well as practical improvement.  
 
It is of great importance that all this work in progress and the improvement of statistical information as 
described above be a joint effort of producers and users of statistics. Dissemination, better use and the 
interpretation of statistical information are directly linked with the participation and involvement of users in the 
production process. Meeting user demands and a better understanding of the statistical results are most relevant 
for the correct use of statistics later on. Therefore, cooperation between the scientific community and official 
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statistics agencies as well as a better communication with a broader group of users is necessary in order to 
advance in the field of measuring social progress.  
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